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TFG’s Abstract 
This thesis seeks to critically observe the issue of gender imbalance in China. To do 
so, it uses a series of academic resources from different fields of study such as 
demography, anthropology sociology or economy written by researchers from inside 
and outside the country. This allows for a broad and nuanced analysis of the issue 
which aims to not only expose the current state of affairs, but also show a complexity 
that is often overlooked. The thesis is divided into three sections. In the first section, 
the thesis will analyze the causes of the gender imbalance. It will also explain the one-
child policy and why it has been regarded as the catalyst of the problem in China. Then 
it will proceed to explain how the gender imbalance has affected both men and women 
exposing the three main social issues derived from it: bare branches, women trafficking 
and leftover women. Lastly, it will explain the two main policies enacted by the 
Chinese government to mitigate the consequences of the gender imbalance. All of this 




©Dàmaris Sancho Dolcet, Barcelona, 2020. All rights reserved. 
None of the content of this academic work may be reproduced, distributed, 
broadcasted and/or transformed, either in whole or in part, without the express 
















Dades del TFG 
 
Títol: Desequilibri de gènere a la Xina: Causes i conseqüències 
Autor/a: Dàmaris Sancho Dolcet 
Tutor: Amelia Sáiz López 
Centre: Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 
Estudis: Grau en Estudies de l’Àsia oriental 
Curs acadèmic: 2019-2020 
 
Paraules clau 
Desequilibri de gènere, política del fill únic, preferència del fill, selecció de gènere, 
branques nues, dones sobrants. 
 
Resum del TFG 
Aquest Treball de Fi de Grau busca observar de forma crítica el tema de el desequilibri 
de gènere a la Xina. Per fer-ho, utilitza una sèrie de recursos acadèmics de diferents 
camps d'estudi com la demografia, l'antropologia, la sociologia o l'economia els quals 
estan escrits per investigadors tant de dins com de fora del país. Això permet una 
anàlisi més àmplia i matisada del tema que té com a objectiu no només exposar l'estat 
actual de la situació, sinó també mostrar una complexitat que sovint es passa per alt. 
El treball es divideix en tres seccions. A la primera secció, s'analitzaran les causes del 
desequilibri de gènere. També s'explicarà la política del fill únic i per què està 
considerada com el catalitzador de el problema a la Xina. Després es procedirà a 
explicar com el desequilibri de gènere ha afectat tant a homes com a dones exposant 
els tres principals problemes socials derivats d'ell: les branques nues, el tràfic de dones 
i les dones sobrants. Finalment, s'explicaran les dues polítiques principals promulgades 
pel govern xinès per mitigar les conseqüències de l'desequilibri de gènere. Tot això es 
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Resumen del TFG 
Este Trabajo de Fin de Grado busca observar de forma crítica el tema del desequilibrio 
de género en China. Para hacerlo, utiliza una serie de recursos académicos de diferentes 
campos de estudio como la demografía, la antropología, la sociología o la economía los 
cuales están escritos por investigadores tanto de dentro como de fuera del país. Esto 
permite un análisis más amplio y matizado del tema que tiene como objetivo no solo 
exponer el estado actual de la situación, sino también mostrar una complejidad que a 
menudo se pasa por alto. El trabajo se divide en tres secciones. En la primera sección, 
se analizarán las causas del desequilibrio de género. También se explicará la política del 
hijo único y por qué está considerada como el catalizador del problema en China. Luego 
se procederá a explicar cómo el desequilibrio de género ha afectado tanto a hombres 
como a mujeres, exponiendo los tres principales problemas sociales derivados de él: las 
ramas desnudas, el tráfico de mujeres y las mujeres sobrantes. Por último, se explicarán 
las dos políticas principales promulgadas por el gobierno chino para mitigar las 
consecuencias del desequilibrio de género. Todo esto se hará tratando de responder una 
pregunta: ¿Qué implica esto desde una perspectiva de género?  
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 The issue of gender imbalance is nowadays a well-known, well researched topic 
not just within the East Asian context, but throughout the world. Yet, this was not always 
the case. In fact, it is considered a fairly recent field of study since it did not gain much 
recognition until the 1990s. Despite China and India being, arguably, the most commonly 
known cases, other countries such as Vietnam, Azerbaijan or Georgia also face this issue. 
In this thesis we are going to specifically focus on the case of China to answer three 
questions: What are the causes behind the gender imbalance in China? What are its 
consequences? What does it imply from a gender studies perspective? 
 To do this, I have chosen to divide this thesis in three sections or chapters. In the 
first section, I am going to explain what the gender imbalance is and how it gained the 
importance that it has today. I am also going to explain the three factors that, according 
to academics, can be attributed to this phenomenon. Those are: son preference, sex 
selection and a decrease in the fertility rate. To understand the gender imbalance in China 
though, we fist have to understand the one-child policy. Therefore, I am going to explain 
how it came to be and its relation to the gender imbalance since many academics argue 
that without the existence of this policy, the imbalance would not be as pointed as it is 
today. 
 In the second chapter, I am going to discuss how the gender imbalance have 
affected both men and women. In the men’s case, the focus is going to be placed on “bare 
branches” since they are the group who have noticed those consequences the most. In the 
women’s case, it will be placed in two different groups. The first one being trafficked 
women from poorer regions. This does not just refer to women from within China, but 
also from neighboring countries. The second group will be “leftover women”. 
 Lastly, I am going to talk about different policies established by the Chinese 
government in order to try to balance the sex ratio. The first policy that will be discussed 
is the two-child policy. This policy was implemented somewhat recently and has 
substituted the one-child policy. The second is the Care for Girls campaign. This 
campaign became a policy in 2007 which aimed to raise the value of girls in the country. 
 When it comes to the gender imbalance in China and its consequences, it should 
be noted that more often than not the issue is oversimplified. Similarly, there is a tendency 
to see the Chinese’s society as homogenous when that is not the case. To contrast this, I 
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have tried to bring into the discussion as many different points of view as available to try 
to have the most accurate picture possible. This also allows for a very interesting debate 
that not only helps gain perspective on the matter, but also shows how complex it is. In 
fact, I would argue, the goal of this thesis is to show this complexity not just on the issue 
of the gender imbalance, but also when it comes to its consequences. I would personally 
like to show through this research that societies in general, and the Chinese in particular, 
are much more complex than they are sometimes made up to be not just in the media, but 
also in academia.  
 The complexity of the matter is not the only difficulty one finds when researching 
the issue. Aside from an oversimplification, there also tends to be a degree of 
tendentiousness depending on which article is being referenced. In fact, there were some 
sources that had to be discarded because of this issue. Hvistendahl (2011) discusses this 
matter in her book Unnatural Selection: Choosing Boys Over Girls and the Consequences 
of a World Full of Men. She attributes this fact to a series of assumptions and suppositions 
that in many cases are not completely coherent with the country’s historical or political 
reality (224). I find myself agreeing with her, especially when it comes to discussing 
China and its complex sociopolitical context. Another difficulty is a lack of research in 
certain areas. For example, while there is quite a considerable amount of research done 
on leftover women, my main problem came when I was trying to find a connection 
between this phenomenon and the gender imbalance. In fact, most of the research done 
on this matter is based of two master thesis which are the only ones I found that cover the 
issue. Likewise, while the presence of leftover women in media is well researched, the 
possible motivations behind it lack examination.     
 The methodology used in this research is exclusively based on the compilation 
and analysis of a series of academic papers and books related to the topic of interest within 
the social science field. The use of resources from different academic backgrounds and 
approaches to the issue have help me to compare and put different arguments and points 
of view under debate. At the same time, because this thesis is done from a gender 
perspective, the analysis will also center on how power structures and its division of the 
gender’s roles have affected the Chinese society in relation to the gender imbalance and 
its consequences.  
 As for the theorical mark, this thesis is based on the dichotomy between 
researchers who focus more on historical conventions, and researchers who approach the 
3 
 
issue from a socioeconomic standpoint. When it comes to the cause of the gender 
imbalance, some researchers such as Cristopher Guilmoto or Zhang Wenhua focus more 
on the historical conventions that led to the current situation, while others like Robin 
Burgess and Juzhong Zhuang focus more on the socioeconomic realities of the society. 
The same applies to the analysis of its consequences.   
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2. EXPLAINIG GENDER IMBALANCE IN CHINA 
The issue of the gender imbalance has been historically overlooked by 
demographers. The main reason was the notion that as countries started to experience 
economic growth, gender selection would disappear since women would have more 
access to education, better jobs and, most importantly, contraception. In fact, it was not 
until Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen’s essay titled More than a 100 million women 
missing was published in 1990, that it started to get some academic recognition 
(Hvindestendahl, 2010: 8). Sen defends that in a regular environment, the Sex Ratio at 
Birth (SRB) tends to favor women in all ages because they usually are more resistant to 
sickness or social and environmental difficulties (Sen, 1999: 1). He then proceeds to 
explain how taking that fact into consideration, the women to male ratio in continents 
such as Africa or Asia was far from what it is considered to be normal. He compared their 
SRB to that of Europe and North America to establish what “normality” was. He 
considered that in those countries, males and females have access to the same resources, 
while that is not the case in Asia or Africa (Sen, 1999: 2-3). Back then, though, research 
on gender imbalance was scarce. This meant that even though he did recognize 
discrimination against women and even talked about some studies suggesting infanticide 
in China (Sen, 1999: 10), he mostly blamed the phenomenon he called women missing on 
“the failure to give women medical care similar to what men get and to provide them with 
comparable food and services” (Sen, 1999: 2). To him, that resulted in less women 
surviving (Sen, 1999: 2). 
Still, even though after the essay’s publication there were more academics doing 
research on the issue, it was mostly considered a local problem and not a world-wide one. 
Yet that is not the case (Hvindestendahl, 2010: 9). For example, in 2005 six countries 
situated in the Eurasia region such as India, China, Armenia or Azerbaijan reported an 
SRB of above 108 (Guilmoto, 2005: 2). This number means that there are 108 boys born 
for every 100 girls while, according to Christopher Guilmoto (2005: 2), the normal SRB 
is within a range of 104-106.  
The SRB in China is especially worrisome when you look into its numbers. By 
1990, China had reached an SRB of 110 (Guilmoto, 2005: 2) and in 2005 it went up to 
120 (Guilmoto, 2005: 3). We see how China’s SRB is far from what is considered normal 
which can have negative consequences for the country and its citizens (Li, 2007: 7). It is 
important to notice that when it comes to analyzing the specific case of China, we see 
